Chapter 4 


PRAVAHLIKA, PRAHELIKA 


(a) Pravahlikd : The Pravahlika-"^ and the Prahelika 3 o 
stand as synonyms in Sanskrit."® They, however, have 
sprung from different roots. Probably they signified 
different ideas in the beginning, but later, on account of 
homophony, the original shades of the meaning, which 
separated them, disappeared and they came to be identified. 
They meant the one and the same thing, viz. the riddle, a 
statement which conceals the reality. The term Pravahlika 
is obviously older than Prahelika. It is of pre- 
Mahabharata usage while Prahelika is current in post- 
Mahabharata literature and treatises on rhetorics. How 
these originally divergent terms came to mean the one and 
the same thing, cannot yet be explained. In order to 
understand them one must probe into all their implications. 
As for instance, the word Pravahlika is found in the 
Aitareya Brahmana (and also in the Kausitaki) where it 
is used to illustrate Aitasa-pralapa or the prattle of Aitasa. 
It has a bearing on the mysterious, pornographic hymns 
from AV (XX, 129). 

In the Sahkhayana-Srauta-sutra, 37, it is used in the 
same context. In the Asvalayana-grhya-siitra the word 
pravahlika^® is found. 

The Aitasa-pralapa episode says that Aitasa saw the 
life of Agni and he started muttering the words — eta asva 
aplavante pratipam pratisutvanam, etc. Disgusted with the 
prattle of his father, the son of Aitasa put his hand cn the 
father’s mouth and stopped him. Aitasa was enraged at 
the outrageous action of his son and cursed him. His 
utterances, though they sounded to the son as a jargon and 
as the wild ravings of a madman, were in reality a ver\ 
secret and special incantation which would bring the bless- 


I‘ravahiik(t, l‘ralu-hka 
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of lon-Aoviiy and liappincs.s to the sayci-. On account 
of the .same formulae, the Pravahlika.s, which tlie ^»ods u.scd 
,11 old time,s, haflled and overcame the demons, and hence it 
,s su^'^-'e.sted that the .sacrilicer by tlie same way should 
uverpovver his enemies. 


It seems from the same pa.ssage that Ativada—abusive 
speech—is a part of the Pravahlika. The gods abused the 
Asuras and overcame them. Jlie .‘■aci’ilicer vanrpji.s'he.s hi.s 
npponents by abusive liturgies. Jn abu-scs pornographic 
rdement is bound to come in. 


The Roots Pravahl and Prahcl : The root Pravahl, 
according to various scholars, European as well as Indian, 
is explained thus : 

(1) Martin Haug : To benumb.''” 

(2) The St. Peter.sburg Dictionary and Monier 
Williams : To test with a question or riddle. 

(3) The Indian tradition : The commentators of 
Amarakosa, especially Bhaiata and Kslra.svamin, have 
little to say about the matter. Mahesvara is silent about it. 
Bharata takes the verb ‘pravahlate’ (pravahl) to mean 
‘ to cover up or to conceal’ (acchadayati), while the root 
‘ pra-hel according to him, means ‘ to suggest a mieaning ’ 
(abhiprfiyam sucayati). ITence, taken as identical terms 
they mean ‘ an incomprehensible problem or question 
(durvijhana prasna) or a tale that involves a riddle 
(kutarthabhasitakatha)’. In J^abdaratnavali also, the 
identity .seems to have been kept up, by saying that the 
Pravahlika is conducive to a question (prasnadutih 
pravahlika). No distinction whatsoever is made between 
the two words ‘ Pravahlika ’ and ‘ Prahelika ’. 

The root ‘vahP means, according to the Sanskrit 
grammar tradition ‘to speak (or to converse), to kill, to 
give and to cover (paribha.sana, himsa, dana, cchadana)’. 

It suggests an important issue as well (pradhanye). The 
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root ’praher, however, means ‘ to play and to ridicule 
moke joke of’. Ksirasvamin says that the Pravahl'ik^ 
stands to achieve ihe most eminent position (pradhanyaj^ 
hhajate). It implies that its contents are important. It . 
serious and whatever it implies is worthy of being received 
by the high-placed people. 

Like the Brahmodya it has a ritualistic bearing. It has 
a serious purpose to serve. Invocation of a deity being its 
primary function, and subjugation of the opposing party 
being its initiative, it has a power. Naturally, it is a thin^r 
which is respected. The Prahelika, on the other hand, is 
secular. Word-play alone forms its contents. Entertainment 
is its sole object. It is more informal and hence more 
popular. 

In the Nirukta the word Pravahlika occurs and it is 
said to be connected with the Adityas. Could it be that as 
the Brahmodya was about Prajapati, the Pravahlika was a 
part of the solar cult ? What else can the words ‘whatever 
be the Pravahlika it is essentially a ritual of the Adityas’ 
(yac ca kiheit pravahlitam adityakarmaiva tat)^° mean ? 

(b) Prahelika: The Prahelika is considered to be a part 
of the Citrakavya or inferior (gauna) and base (adhama) 
poetry by the rhetoricians. It is incorporated in the 
word-figure (sabdalahkara), as contrasted with the Artha- 
lahkara or the thought-figure. Some do not include it 
even in the former. The Prahelika is defined as a verse 
which conceals the real meaning and suggests another, 
which keeps the inner and outer meanings separate. 
Hence the art of concealment is prominent in the Prahelika. 
The bold and attractive construction, the flash of 
imagination and the quality of baffling the listener are its 
characteristics. 

Dandin says that the Prahelikas are used (1) in play 
and entertainment, (2) in conversations of the learned, 
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(3) in witty repartees, (4) in large assemblies where 
experts discuss important matters and (5) for ballling 
others.^“ 

It is to be noted that Dandin has given no delinition of 
the Prahelika and has used the word in the plural. It can 
be surmised fiom this that, as the forms of the Prahelika 
were many and quite varied, it was not easy to attempt 
a delinition suitable to all of them. All the rhetoricians, 
however, agree on one point, that the chief object of the 
Prahelika was the concealment of reality. Dandin has 
described sixteen classical Prahelikas'*^ and he mentions 
that there are fourteen vulgar (dusta) types also, which he 
does not care to illustrate. 

Nibhrta and Ubhayacchanna are the only two examples 
of the Prahelikas given by Dandin, which are built upon 
the question-answer element. In the Samanarupa, the 
metaphor is the basic support. In the rest of the 
Prahelikas, it is the pun that is predominant. It appears 
from this that the mystery involved in the question, which 
is the vital part of a riddle, is absent in many of the riddles 
represented by Dandin. And hence their form is not that 
of the question-answer technique. Bhojadeva, however, 
in the Sarasvatikanthabharana, defines the Prahelika as 
the ‘direct question’ (sakrtprasna)^^ He agrees with 
Dandin as far as the use of the Prahelika is concerned. 
But he gives prominence to the question-answer element 
over concealment, while Dandin takes the reverse view. 
Bhojadeva also mentions sixteen kinds of Prahelikas, of 
which six are based on concealment. Of the Prahelikas 
related with the question, Bhojadeva gives three varieties, 
viz., (1) the one with the internal question (antahprasna), 

(2) the one with the external question (bahihprasna) and 

(3) the one with external-internal (bahirantahprasna)^^ 
These three varieties are known as Jati, Prsta and Uttara, 
which again are divided into six different categories. In the 
internal-question category, the answer is hidden in the 
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structure of the Prahelika is numtioned, vi/.., that it .should 

be short and should not extend beyond a J^loka (verse) 

two at the most. The brevity of the popular riddle.s ha , 

thus a tradition behind it. The same Parana also seems to 

have noted obscenity in the riddh' and has expressed a 

strong disapproval of it. It also describes the Kalpita 

variety being based on the thought-ligure Arthantaraiiya.sa 

It makes the riddle resemble the proverb or the maximd'’ 


In order to point out the influence of the Prahelika on 
the traditional popular riddle in India, some general illii.s- 
trations are necessary, viz., 


(1) gira skhalantya namrena sirasa dinaya drsa 

tisthantam api sotkampam vrddhe mam nanukampase. 

[With faltering speech, having lowered down my head, 
and with humble look, I wait upon you and yet, O old 
woman, you do not pity me!]^^ 

Here the lover’s address to the old woman baffles the 
listener. The old woman is no other than the goddess 
Laksml. 


(2) tarunyalihgitah kanthe nitambasthalamasritah 
gurunam sannidhanepi kah kujati muhurmuhuh. 

[Embraced by the young woman by the neck, seated 
on her hip, who makes the lover-lorn cooing noise, in the 
presence of the elders ?] 

The answer is the water-jar which a young woman 
carried on her hip.'^^ 


Pr(t V 


' 1 am patum icchami tvatiah kamalalocarm 
vadUasyasi necchami no dasyasi pibamyaham. 

1 wish to drink water from you, 0 lotus-eyed girl! If 
'■ I do not desire it. If you do not give, then 


you give 
I drink. ] 


The solution is like this . 

I wish to drink water from you, O lotus-eyed girl! It 
rou are a servant girl, 1 do not desire it. If you are not a 
maid-servant, then 1 shall drink it. 


The Prahelika in Svayambhucchandas : In the 
Svayambhucchandas, a work on the Apabhrarhsa metres, 
of about 1000 A.D., two kinds of riddles are mentioned, viz., 
the Paheli or Prahelika and Hialia or Hrdayalika. The 
metrical form of the riddles shows their poetic lineage. The 
first variety is described as ; 


ucchahana a atthammi duvaha a lakkhanaami 
eha paheli sundaria hoi avahamsammi. 

[It covers up every kind of meaning in the Ucchaha 
metre and in (every) characteristic of the Duvaha (i. e. 
doha) metre; such is the beautiful Prahelika in the 
Apabhrarhsa (Prakrta).] 


The second variety is described as ; 

sunnai akkharai nanachandesu jattha baljhanti 
hiaevi vasai attho hialia bhannai esa. 


[ In which the blank (sunya) letters are bound up in 
different metres and in which the meaning rests in the 
interior, such (a riddle) is called Hrdayalika. 

Hrdayalika is like the Antarlapika or Prasna-gudha 
variety of the Prahelika, where the question lies buried in 
the mind of the one who puts it. Its nature is like the 
common recreative riddle. 


(^IIAI'TKI! 

T1[K SAMASYA 


The Samasya is a type <.r the verse-r.ddle which 
bMongs to the lower stratum ot literature and seems to have 
been very popular in mediaeval India. The technique of the 
Samasya is like this : In the first three lines (if the Sloka 

be of four lines), or in the first line (if the verse be of two 
lines), one or more questions are put, or some strange 
phenomenon is described. The solution comes in the la.st 
line or vice versa. It seems to be a common form ot 


amusement of kings and courtier.s. In the Bhoja- 
prabandha many such riddle-verses are given. Of all the 
poets, many legendary stories of the Samasya or solution 
are attributed to Kalidasa. Usually the fourth line, which 
meant any thing or nothing, was put to the pundits by the 
king to test their intelligence. The line would be like 
‘umamukham cumbati vasudevah’; ‘Vasudeya kisses the 
mouth of Uma’ (while mythology tells us that Siva was 
Uma’s spouse). The pundits were supposed to solve 
the riddle and add the first three lines. The most tragic 
traditional story of the Samasya, which was the cause of the 
death of Kalidasa, is as follows ; Once the King Kumarasena 
of Ceylon, a friend of Kalidasa, declared a riddle and offered 
to give a handsome reward to one who would solve it. 
The riddle was ‘kusume kusumotpattih sruyate na ca 
drsyate ’ (that a flower is born of a flower, is heard of, but 
not seen). Kalidasa, who happened to be in Ceylon at that 
time, heard the riddle from a courtesan and composed the 


solution in one line : ‘ bale tava mukhambhoie katham 
mdivaradvayam ’ [ O girl, how is it that on the lotus of 

your face there are two blue lotuses (of the eyes) ?]. The 
courtesan, greedy of money, killed the poet, and went to 
the kmg with the solution and demanded the prize. When 
the kmg saw the line, he saw the kalidasa-touch in it and 
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suspected some foul play. On inquiry, he found out how 
the riddle had caused his friend’s death. In great griel 
the king jumped into the funeral pyre of the poet and wa^- 
burnt to death.51 

An example of the Samasya of the type of the Yaksa- 
prasna is found in the Bhoja-prabandha. The story is 
similar to the Suciloma episode. The king Bhoja built a 
house on a place haunted by a demon. The demon would 
only leave the place if his Samasyas or riddles would be 
solved by one of the residents. Kalidasa solved them and 
defeated the demon. The Samasyas v/ere as follows : 

The Demon : ‘ sarvasya dve ’ [ All have these tv/o—]. 

Kalidasa : ‘sumatikumati sampadapattihetiV [good and 
evil thoughts; prosperity and difficulties]. 

The Demon : ‘ vrddho yuna’ [An old man by youth, i. e 
a man becomes old by youth], 

Kalidasa : ‘saha paricayat tyajyate karninibhih’ [ (An 
old man) is discarded by young women when they come 
into contact (with a youth) ]. 

The Demon ; ‘eko gotre ’ [only one in family]. 

Kalidasa : ‘ sa bhavati puman yah kutumbam bibharti ’ 
[He is the man who supports the family]. 

The Demon : ‘stri pumvac ca’ (and a woman masculine), 

Kalidasa : ‘ prabhavati yada taddhi geham vinastam ’ 
[Becomes when the house is ruined]. 

Here, the demon utters half the sentence and Kalidasa 
completes it. This process is technically known as 
Samasya-purti or the completion of the Samasya. 

The name of Bhoja is thus permanently linked up 
with the Samasya. In the Prabandha-cintamani of 
Merutuhga also, the king is shown composing the Samasya 
and putting it before the clever people in his court, as well 
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as learned visitors, for apt solution. Bhoja’s marriage wit}^ 
a clever girl is said to have been brought about by such 
riddles only.'^^* The Samasya, however, now current in the 
provincial languages, is more like the Prahelika than the 
Samasya. As for example, in the traditional dramatic 
skits of Gujarat, known as the Bhavais, the example of the 
Samasya from the story of Chelbatau is as follows : 

(1) ek nar tone bahu nar av'i rahi ulase 

bhogave mas be char, pacche, koi na rahe pa.se. 

[There is one man who has many wives; they come 
with great enthusiasm; for two to four months they are 
enjoyed and then not one remains with him.] Answer • 
mango fruits.^'^ 
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Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, Bombay. 


5. SAMASYA 

51. R. V. Tullu : ‘ Traditionary Account of Kalidas, ’ Ind, 
Ant, VII, 1878, pp. 115-7. V. V. Mirashi, Kdliddsa 
(Hindi; Bombay, 1956) 
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52. BJioja-prabajirf/m by Ballala (Nirnaya Sagar 

1932). pp. 112-113. 

53. Prabandhacintdmani (Ed. by Durgashankar Keval 
Bombay, Saka 1854), pp. 42-3. 

54. Mahipatram Rupram Nilkanth : Bhavdi-sangraha 
Edition), p. 77. 


ilT) 


6. THE RIDDLE IN BALARAMAYANA 

55. Cf. the verse in the Vikramorvasiya of Kalidasa, viz 

Sarvaksitibhrtam natha drsta sarvarigasundari 
rama ramya vanoddese tvaya virahila maya. 

This utterance of the King Pururavas who was in 
search of his beloved Urvasi in the form of a question 
and its echo in the forests resembles a riddle. The 
wording of the question and the answer in the form of 
the echo is the same. When we unfold it the question 
is as follows : “ O lord of the mountains, have you 
seen in the forest, the beautiful beloved of mine, who 
has been separated from me ? ” The answer is : “ 0 
lord of the earth, I have seen the beautiful beloved 
of yours in the forest.” 

56. Vacah svadu satam lehyam lesasvadvapi kautukat 
balastrihinajatinam kavyam yati mukhanmukham. 


7. THE RIDDLE-STORY 

57. Trisasti-saldka-yurusa-carita (Ed. by H. Jacobi. 
Calcutta), III. 185. 

58. M. B. Emeneau: Jamhhdldatta^s Version of the Vetdla 
Paheavimsati (Connecticut, 1934), pp. 12-3. 

59. That the Prahelika is indirectly connected with the 
myth or a legend is seen from the commentary on the 
myth of the incestuous relation of Prajapati with his 
daughter, in the ^atapaiha Brdhmana. Satyavrata 
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sowing, transplanting and harvesting in the agricultural 
operations, circumcision, hunting, marriage, and funeral are 
all very impelling occasions and hence the need of the 
riddle in each of them.^ Such is the genera] cultural 
background of the riddle. 

The Indian Riddle and its Synonyms: In order to 
know the historical development of some forms of the 
riddle in India and their ethnic distribution, it is necessary 
to know the various synonyms of the riddle. They are as 
follows :— 

[1] Sanskrit: (1) Brahmodya, (2) Prasna or Prasnottara, 
(3) Kuta, (4) Pravahlika, (5) Vivada, (6) Samasya, 
(7) Gudha, (8) Hrdayalika. 


[2] Prakrit: (1) Paheli, (2) Hialia. 

[3] Pali: Pahha, 



(3) Akhiyanu, (4) Kodu. 


[ ] Hindi . ( 1 ) Paheli, (2) Buzouval, ( 3 ) 


(among the agriculturists of the Bhopal 
i7] Sindhi : Ukhani. 


(3) Bhulbhulaiya 
*pal tract). 


The Nature of the Riddle 


m-snrnm^- 


j-g] Punjabi : (1) Paheli, (2) Bhujafl 

1 ^ 9 ] Bengali: (1) Paheli, (2) Dhamdha, (3) Pai (in 

Sylhet District). 

[10] Bihari: (1) Baha (marriage-riddle), (2) Paheli. 

[11] Kamari : (dialect of the Kamar Raipur district iu 
the Madhya Pradesh), Buzbuzavali. 

[12] Kharia : Buzbuzavali. 

[13] Mundari: Nutam Kahanl. 

[U] Gondi: (1) Karsal (ordinary riddle), Karsal-git 
(death-riddle). 

[15] Malavi: Parsi. 

[16] Santali : Kudum. 

[17] Kannada : (1) Oganu, (2) Odagate^ (3) Odakathe^ 
(4) Prahelike, (5) Sucigartha, (6) Ogatu^ or Vagatu. 

[18] Telugu: (1) Vidikatha^ (2) PodapukathMu. 

[19] Tamil : (1) VidikadaP, (2) Pudur. 

[20] Malayalam : (1) Vidikada**, (2) Katakada. 

[21] Konkani : Humane. 

[22] Rajasthani : Parasi. 

[23] Udiya : Prahelika. 

[24] Assamese : (1) Sathar, (2) Distan, (3) Pakkana. 

The Indian Riddle: The Indian tradition of riddles is 
very ancient, as ancient as that of the earliest myths and 
liturgies and also closely connected with them. The 
custom of using riddles in the sacrificial rites, in marriage 
and death-ceremonies belongs no doubt to an age earlier 
than the Vedas. The riddles in the Rgveda suggest an 
emergence of them from a preceding age. The mediaeval 
riddles and also those collected from contemporary ethnic 
sources, show that the riddle is the only form of folklore 



